University of Montana

ScholarWorks at University of Montana
Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, &
Professional Papers

Graduate School

2022

Rewilding The Great Plains
Sarah E. Mosquera

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/etd

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Recommended Citation
Mosquera, Sarah E., "Rewilding The Great Plains" (2022). Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, &
Professional Papers. 11986.
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/etd/11986

This Professional Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at ScholarWorks at
University of Montana. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, & Professional
Papers by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more information, please
contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.

REWILDING THE GREAT PLAINS
By
SARAH ELIZABETH MOSQUERA
B.A. English, Colorado State University, Pueblo, CO 2020
Professional Paper
presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts
Environmental Science and Natural Resource Journalism
The University of Montana Missoula, MT
August 2022
Approved by:
Ashby Kinch, Dean of The Graduate School
Keith Graham, Chair Journalism
Ray Fanning, Journalism
Jennifer Harrington, Forestry

Mosquera, Sarah, M.A., Summer 2022

Major Journalism

Chairperson: Keith Graham
Rewilding the Great Plains Abstract
This long-form journalistic story and photo essay is about Tribes in Eastern
Montana and their efforts to restore native species to the Great Plains ecosystem. Across the Great Plains, Tribes are working to bring native species back to
their ancestral territories. The swift fox, black-footed ferret and buffalo were all
pushed to the brink of extinction as colonizers took over. Now, Tribes on Fort
Peck, Northern Cheyenne and Fort Belknap are partnering with conservation
organizations to help repair the prairie ecosystem. Driven by cultural knowledge
and a sense of responsibility, many Tribes are learning from past mistakes and
nearby successes. Great Plains Indians are working to keep an important connection to their past while simultaneously protecting the land for future generations.
The Great Plains are a part of the most endangered biome in the world. Centuries of agricultural expansion has created an inhospitable environment with little
biodiversity. Wildlife is a fundamental aspect of any ecosystem, and buffalo and
prairie dogs are the keystone species on the prairie. Without them the habitat
cannot exist as it is. Swift fox and black-footed ferrets are not considered keystone species, but they are important indicators of grassland health. All these
animals are important components of the Great Plains ecosystem. And these species cannot live in another habitat.
The goal of these reintroductions is to protect an important ecosystem and save
multiple species from extinction. For Tribal members there is the added importance of preserving ancestral knowledge and maintaining a connection to their
culture. Each Tribe has a different cultural connection to the land and its inhabitants, but the respect is common across the Tribes.

ii

Rewilding the
Great Plains
story and photos by sarah mosquera

1

Tribes across Eastern
Montana are protecting an
endangered ecosystem by
reintroducing native species
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O

n a moonless autumn
night, two headlights
illuminated the rolling
hills of the Fort Peck
Indian Reservation. Leonard
(Les) Bighorn drove his white
Chevy Silverado across the
golden grasslands of the prairie,
a single antenna set above his
driver’s side window. He slowly
maneuvered his truck to the top
of a small hill and shut off the
headlights. Darkness enveloped
his surroundings as he turned on
a radio tracker. He waited four
hours for a signal before giving
up and driving home.
“I kept going out for years
looking for those little foxes,”
said Bighorn, game warden at
Fort Peck Tribes Fish and Game
department. “But eventually
I stopped picking up a signal
completely. So I stopped
tracking.”

A year later, from inside his cubicle,
Bighorn leaned in close to observe the
black and white footage from his camera
traps. He hadn’t seen a swift fox in more
than two years but he still held out hope
that one day, he would once again see
the slinky cat-like animal on Fort Peck
land.
“And there it was!” Bighorn said.
“He just came right up to the camera and
sniffed around. We put some of those
scent tabs out there and I just thought,
wow, they really are still out there!”
Before starting the project, Bighorn
didn’t know the swift fox was a part of
the Assiniboine creation story.
According to one local Assiniboine
story, when a bandit stole fire from the
animals in the North, the skies grew
dark, trees and flowers died and the air
turned frigid. The council of animals
came together to decide on a solution,
who could travel to the South to take
back what was stolen from them? As
3

most animals were too large to
travel with stealth or incapable
of voyaging far– the council
decided to send Swift Fox. His
ability to stealthily travel long
distances made him their perfect
champion.
And so, Swift Fox left–
running South from the land of
the Assiniboine to retrieve the
fire and bring warmth back to his
homeland. He found the flames
unattended and quickly snatched
them before sprinting North. As
he ran, the gray skies brightened
and the lifeless flowers stretched
their petals toward the sun as
warmth returned to the North.
“After I heard that I thought,
man that’s pretty cool,” Bighorn
said.
Across the Great Plains,
Tribes are working to bring
native species back to their

ancestral territories. The swift
fox, black-footed ferret and
buffalo were all pushed to the
brink of extinction as colonizers
took over. Now, Tribes on Fort
Peck, Northern Cheyenne and
Fort Belknap are partnering with
conservation organizations to
help repair the prairie ecosystem.
Driven by cultural knowledge
and a sense of responsibility,
many Tribes are learning from
past mistakes and nearby
successes. Great Plains Indians
are working to keep an important
connection to their past while
simultaneously protecting the
(Above) A young swift fox examines it’s new home after being translocated onto Fort
Belknap land in October 2021.
land for future generations.
⎼⎼⎼⎼⎼⎼
In 2004, Bighorn undertook a
project that would alter the next
ten years of his life.
“We received a grant to
study swift foxes on Fort Peck
land. Initially I took it just
because I needed to pay my
bills,” Bighorn laughed. “But
after learning about the creation
story and learning more about
what happened to these animals,
like if they are supposed to be
here then why aren’t they? It all
changed for me.”
The Fort Peck Fish and
Game department received a
one-year Tribal Wildlife Grant
(TWG) to help reintroduce swift
foxes to their original territory
within reservation boundaries.
The reintroduction, eventually
classified as a translocation after
Bighorn found a small family
of foxes already living on the
reservation, eventually ran out of
funding. “That grant is for new
projects to get started,” Bighorn
said. “But when we put in for
it again the next year to keep it

(Left) Leonard (Les) Bighorn, head game warden for the Fort Peck Tribes’ Fish and Game
department worked on the swift fox translocation project for ten years.

The project was funded by the Tribes’
Fish and Game department for the next
few years at Bighorn’s urging. But with
minimal funds to allocate to the project,
Bighorn was a one-man show. “I worked
for ten dollars an hour as a wildlife tech
for ten years. I guess I really did love it.”
Bighorn’s experience is not unique.
Inconsistent funding from short-term
grants is a common obstacle in the
reintroduction puzzle. Often these grants
are for one to three years–five at best.
And afterwards the project may collapse
without another financial source. Many
Tribes do not have a professional grant
writer on staff, so someone must take on
the extra commitment of attempting to
secure more funding, often a full-time
job.
“The issue is that nobody wants to
fund a continuing project,” Bighorn said.
“All those grants are for new projects.”
When funding dried up, Bighorn
worked his one-man show to track
and protect the foxes. Bighorn and his
team translocated 60 foxes between the
years of 2005-2009. Lack of finances
4

prevented more fox translocations, but Bighorn still monitored
their movements for years.
“I used to drive up these hills
at night and those little foxes, we
put the radio collars on them,”
Bighorn said. “So, I would wait
until I got a signal and then
drive to the next hill in order to
triangulate the foxes’ location.
It’s like hunting but with a
compass.”
Swift foxes disperse an
average of six to nine miles but
have been known to travel even
further. The radio collars only
had a ten-mile radius on them
so if a fox dispersed, perhaps
looking for a mate, Bighorn
would lose track of the animal.
Eventually, the number of foxes
Bighorn could track steadily
dwindled until he eventually
stopped seeing them all together.
“We had 60 of them radio collars
that we put on them and we only
ever got one back,” he said.

All the foxes either died or
dispersed but there’s no way to
tell which.
“I believe Les’s foxes likely
traveled North to the population
above Havre or even up into
Canada,” said Jessica Alexander,
biologist and owner of Little Dog
Wildlife LLC. “I consider that
project a success because they
likely supplemented existing
populations.”
Alexander has worked
closely with WWF and Tribes
across Montana to help
reintroduce black-footed ferrets,
translocate foxes and protect
prairie dogs.
Lack of sustainable funding
hindered Bighorn’s ability to
keep consistent data on the 60
foxes. Unless a fox stayed within
the collar’s ten-mile radius, the
likelihood of discovering each
animal’s location and status was
nearly impossible.
“We did the best we could
with what we had,” Bighorn said.
According to World Wildlife
Fund biologist, Kristy Bly, three
pillars need to be in place for a
reintroduction to be successful:
land, money and community.
Land: Proper habitat and
accessible land is necessary
for each animal reintroduction.
Tribally managed land across
the country tends to be well
maintained and unaltered. In
2008 the International Union
for the Conservation of Nature
declared temperate grasslands
to be the most endangered
ecosystem due to land conversion
and loss of biodiversity. Tribally
managed land is fundamental in
the race to protect this delicate
ecosystem.
Money: By design, most
reservations are dependent

on federal funding and short-term grants
to run any Tribally led program. Grant
funding can be inconsistent, leading to
unfinished projects. The goal is to move
towards long-term grants before eventually creating financially self-sustaining
programs.
Community: The Tribal members
leading these reintroductions have a
deep cultural respect and understanding
of these animals and believe others have
forgotten these connections. Without
community support, these projects often
fail. The goal is to create a social and
cultural awareness around these animals
to gain the necessary support.
Bly works with Tribes across the
state to help implement these pillars
before any animal is released, building a
strong foundation for long-term success.
Lack of funding isn’t the only
obstacle that can hinder the success
of a reintroduction. If one pillar in
the foundation crumbles, it can be
detrimental to the project’s success
and can sometimes result in high
mortality rates for the animals. Buffalo,
scientifically called bison, black-footed
ferrets and swift foxes are all integral
parts of the prairie ecosystem and all
have faced near extinction at some point
in the past century. By collaborating
with biologists and non-profits, many
Tribes are playing an instrumental
role in prairie conservation while
simultaneously conserving aspects of
their culture for future generations. The
people working to protect the Great
Plains and reintroduce these animals face
many obstacles and a high probability
for failure, but a healthy, thriving
ecosystem is necessary to protect the
dwindling land of the Great Plains.

5

The Land : We Need
Every Person and Every
Tool
The Northern Great Plains
span across five states and
two Canadian Provinces. This
important mixed-grass prairie
is part of the most endangered
biome in the world: temperate
grasslands. A study published
in 2016 found that temperate
grasslands are as biodiverse as
rainforests, yet only half of the
Great Plains’ original grasslands
remain today. According
to a report by The Nature
Conservancy, “over the last 25
years, more than 25 million acres
of grassland have been destroyed
in the U.S. That’s twice the
rate of forest loss and faster
than the Amazon rainforest is
disappearing.”
Native land across the
world is known for being wellmaintained. According to the
United Nations Environment
Program, Indigenous people
make up less than 5% of the
World’s population but protect
over 80% of the biodiversity.
When looking to conserve
fragile ecosystems, Indigenous
knowledge is a fundamental
piece.
At the 2021 Climate Change
Conference of the Parties
(COP26) Secretary of Interior
Deb Haaland addressed the need
for Indigenous knowledge in the
fight to protect our planet. “We
need every person and every tool
to address the twin challenges
of the climate and biodiversity
crises. And when we ensure that
Indigenous people are at the table
and part of the conversation, we
all win,” Haaland said. “If we are

Prairie dogs and antelope on the Snake Butte pasture on the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation. The 30,000 acre area is an oasis of
pristine prairie ecosystem.

going to be successful in tackling
climate change and addressing
the biodiversity crisis, we have to
empower the original stewards of
the land.”
Tribal nations have a long
history of working with the land
in a way that most European
nations did not understand. By
living harmoniously with the
seasons and wildlife, Indigenous
people developed a deep
connection to the land and its
inhabitants. As each creation
story shows, Indigenous people
do not see themselves as the top
of the food chain but as a part of
the ecosystem, with great respect
and appreciation for everything
the earth has provided. As
movements like Landback

gain momentum and non-tribal scientists
seek to understand and implement
Traditional Ecological Knowledge,
it is clear that in the fight to protect
the planet, endangered species and
biodiversity, collaboration is necessary.
At the 2022 United Nations
Convention for Biodiversity, a U.S.
based non-profit called Avaaz brought
the need for TEK to the negotiating
table. The 30-page document proposes
that Indigenous People’s Land and
Communities (IPLC) receive full control
of their lands, waters and territories by
no later than 2030.
The document read, “given that
IPLCs across the world have the
overarching right to self-determination
and have been subjected to injustices
and oppression for centuries and have
nonetheless managed to successfully
6

steward the majority of
our planet’s biodiversity
conservation, the strategic
value of finally treating these
communities as equal allies must
by now be painfully evident:
doing so is imperative for
our long-term environmental
security.”
Avaaz’s proposal urges
the importance of Indigenous
land rights to not only right
the wrongs of the past but to
protect biodiversity and slow the
effects of global warming. As the
Tribes of Eastern Montana have
demonstrated, a deep ancestral
knowledge and respect of the
land and animals can help bring
habitat and wildlife back from
the brink of extinction.

The Land : Tribal
Ownership
300 miles west of Fort
Peck, The Aaniiih and Nakoda
people of Fort Belknap Indian
Reservation have a long history
of conservation. They have
sectioned off over 30,000 acres
of prairie for animal and native
plant reintroductions. The
pasture, which surrounds a sacred
landmark called Snake Butte,
is now an oasis of intact prairie
ecosystem. Along the butte’s
southern face, the grunts of over
800 buffalo can be heard as they
wallow on prairie dog mounds:
the Tribes’ first reintroduction
success story. At night, badgers,
foxes and black-footed ferrets
slink around the butte’s edges,
hunting for dinner.
“You drive through this
particular area and there’s
so much life,” George Horse
Capture Jr. said. “The prairie
dogs singing around, the buffalo
grunting, the antelope and the
coyotes running.”
The Aaniiih elder looked
stylish in Wrangler blue jeans
and a decorative Pendleton
overcoat. Considered a
“knowledge keeper,” the
importance of the butte and its
inhabitants is deeply ingrained in
him. “Our knowledge is there’s
a big rattlesnake that lives here.
That lives inside [of the butte],”
Horse Capture says.
According to local
knowledge, Snake Butte is home
to a monstrous snake who has
made its home deep within the
crevice of the butte.
“[The snake’s] got a lot of
powers,” Horse Capture said.
“Both Tribes believe. My people

say, stay away…It is not to be trifled
with. Even good power. Good power, bad power, they’re not to be trifled
with.”
Both the Aaniiih and Nakoda Tribes
have about the snake who inhabits the
depths of the butte, and therefore, Tribal
members approach the landmark with
both respect and caution. The butte has
long been a sacred area used by many
Indian Tribes for prayer, fasting and
gathering medicinal plants.
In partnership with organizations
like WWF, the Fort Belknap Tribes
have pioneered the way for wildlife
7

reintroductions within the Great
Plains ecosystem. Beginning
with buffalo and moving on to
black-footed ferrets and swift
foxes, each native species is
a necessary puzzle piece for a
healthy prairie.
“There is a foundation of
conservation in who they are,”
Bly said. “The Tribes [on Fort
Belknap] have a deep held belief
that animals are relatives and
need to be saved.”
The Fort Belknap Tribes
own 97% of the land on their

Many Tribal nations in the Great Plains
are rural and isolated. Agriculture is the
dominant industry on and off many of
the reservations because the prairie is
easily converted to crop land.

tentatively poked his head out
of the cage. He peered around at
the onlookers before sprinting to
a nearby prairie dog hole. The
children cheered and raced after
the ferret, eventually encircling
the hole. Leaning forward, with
their heads nearly touching, the
children gazed into the dark tunnel searching for its new resident.
Suddenly, the ferret sprang from
the hole and barked a warning at
the curious children.
“They all screamed and fell
back like a blooming flower in
fast motion,” Maub laughed,
while throwing his hands into
the air. “It was good to see
something like that for our
youth because they’ll probably
remember it forever. And then
they might take the time to
understand a little bit more about
reservation. That, paired with a
been involved in every animal reintrothe ferrets.”
deep community interest in pro- duction on the reservation. Main hopes
With so much pristine
tecting wildlife has enabled many that bringing the animals back to their
wilderness
within reservation
reintroductions to find success
land will inspire the younger generations
early on.
to develop an appreciation for nature and boundaries, the opportunities
for young people to become
“The swift foxes are now
wildlife.
involved with conservation
back where they belong,” said
On a warm autumn day in 2013,
efforts are becoming more
Harold “Jiggs” Main, director
beneath the shadow of Snake Butte,
available. With field technician
of the Fort Belknap Fish and
Fort Belknap Tribal members gathered
training opportunities and the
Wildlife department. “Along with in the tall prairie grasses as WWF and
new programs available through
the buffalo and [black-footed]
Tribal scientists prepared to release the
the Aaniiih Nakoda college,
ferrets.”
black-footed ferrets. Among the crowd
Main has been director of
was a group of young children from the young people on Fort Belknap
are taking more of an interest in
Fort Belknap Fish and Wildlife
local White Clay Immersion School.
conservation and in protecting
for over 14 years. He has
As the cage door opened, the ferret
their land.
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George Horse Capture Jr. closes the gate to
the Snake Butte pasture. He credits part of the
health of the grasslands with the lack of human
activity in the area

Snake Butte stands prominently within the undulating plains of northern Montana. The
surrounding pasture is home to buffalo, black-footed ferrets, prairie dogs and swift foxes.
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George Horse Capture Jr. takes visitors on guided tours of the Snake Butte pasture and other significant landmarks. “We will take people all the way down to Yellowstone,” Horse Capture said. “This land used to all belong to us. So the tours don’t stop at the reservation
boundaries.”

The Money: Funding
The Next Generation
Tribes often partner with
organizations like WWF to
help carry out the wildlife
reintroductions. The partnering
organization assists with
planning, funding and staffing
to support preparations and
field work. The biologists and
researchers who work with these
Tribes are invaluable, but they
are just visitors. For long-term
success, the Tribes must figure
out who will continue the work
after the visitors leave.
In 2013 the Aaniiih and

Nakoda Tribes of Fort Belknap partnered
with WWF to reintroduce black-footed
ferrets to a 30,000-acre stretch of pristine prairie called Snake Butte. WWF
biologists worked with Michael Kinsey,
a student at the Aaniiih Nakoda college
at the time, to train him to be the local
biologist.
“I got recruited right after I
graduated and worked as the biologist
for about five years,” Kinsey said. “But
we had a TWIG grant that was ending
and so funding was uncertain. So, I
started looking for another job.”
WWF biologist Kristy Bly, who
helped train Kinsey, said she and the
other biologists see these reintroduction
projects as a long-term investment. “We
want to work ourselves out of a job,” she
said. The goal is to train locals to work
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in the field and sustain these
projects long after visiting
biologists leave.
Fort Belknap has successfully
reintroduced buffalo and blackfooted ferrets back onto their
land. And they are currently
working with Smithsonian
scientists in a 5-year partnership
to reintroduce swift foxes.
Fort Belknap won the Parker/
Gentry Award for Excellence in
Conservation in 2021, putting the
Tribes in an excellent position
to receive notoriety and more
consistent funding to continue
pursuing these projects.
Fort Belknap has a long
history of prioritizing the
conservation of both their land

and wildlife. The Aaniiih and
Nakoda Tribes have managed to
secure two parts of the reintroduction puzzle: land and community. 10% of the wild black-footed ferret population currently
live on Fort Belknap, and their
buffalo pasture is over 800 head.
And though they are an excellent
example of what Tribally led
conservation efforts can achieve,
they don’t currently have the
foundation for long-term funding. Their buffalo herd does not
generate substantial income and
their partners still greatly assist
with staffing challenges.
The Tribes have a plan to
change that.
The Aaniiih Nakoda Tribal
college (ANC) recently received
a five-year grant to create the
Buffalo and Education Center.
Kinsey is a co-director on the
project, which has partnered
with organizations like WWF,
Little Dog Wildlife LLC and the
Smithsonian Institute.
Through the Buffalo Center,
students from ANC have the
opportunity to intern with field
biologists and researchers to
learn hands-on field techniques.
“Our goal with the Buffalo
Center is to grow our own,”
Kinsey said. “We have many
great partners but we hope to
educate future biologists and
conservation officers from within
our own community.”
“The Fort Belknap Tribes
are the unsung heroes of
conservation,” Bly said. As the
Aaniiih and Nakoda people work
to secure the final pillar in the
reintroduction foundation, they
continue to pass along important
generational knowledge and
to be the greatest stewards of
their land. They are protecting a

delicate ecosystem and showing the
world what is possible on Tribal land.

“A big bull goes for around
$9100,” Magnon said. “And all
of that money goes right back
into the program.”
The Money: Buffalo Fuel
Magnon started his first buffalo herd in 2015 with the help
A Tribe’s Cultural and
of the Intertribal Buffalo CounEconomic Engines
cil, an organization dedicated to
returning the culturally important
On Fort Peck, the wind whistled
animal to their ancestral lands.
through the broken passenger side
“We all have our own
window of Robbie Magnon’s truck as he
creation
stories. But for Tribes,
expertly maneuvered over snow covered
it always ties back to the
embankments. His truck climbed to the
buffalo,” Magnon said. “It’s like
top of a steep hill where a dozen male
Catholicism and Protestants, they
buffalo slowly came into view. Their
have different variations of the
large heads turned curiously to watch
as the truck approached but they did not same story. Ours always connects
to the Buffalo.”
run.
According to one Sioux
“Ah, the bachelors!” Magnon said.
creation story, humans originally
“The bulls don’t hang around with the
cows and children. But they’re still herd emerged from Wind Cave in
animals, so they usually form their own South Dakota. Deep below the
surface of the earth, within the
little group.”
depths of the cave there was
The last buffalo hunt on the Fort
a passage that led to the spirit
Peck Indian Reservation was in 1881
world. The Creator instructed
before European Colonizers began
humans to stay there until the
slaughtering the animals. Government
earth was ready for them. One
programs encouraged the killing of
day, two spirits named Iktomi
buffalo, and with the extension of the
and Anog-Ite, tricked some of
railroad came the annihilation of the
the humans into emerging early.
animal by the millions. By the late
Those first humans surfaced
1800’s roughly 1000 buffalo were left.
“It had been 120 years since the buffalo during summertime and by the
time winter came around, they
had lived on this land,” Magnon said.
were starving and freezing. The
“They mirror our struggle and I have
Creator heard their cries and
such a deep respect for them.”
punished them for disobeying
Magnon manages the two buffalo
him. Their punishment was to be
herds on the Fort Peck reservation– a
turned into buffalo.
business herd and a cultural herd.
They became the first buffalo
“People travel from across the country to
herd.
come hunt our buffalo,” he said.
When the earth was ready,
The business herd, located in the
the humans who remained in
northeast part of the reservation, is
the spirit world, were granted
where the income is generated. Every
year the Tribes’ sell 40 tags to members permission to surface. On earth,
the Creator instructed them
and non-members to hunt one buffalo
to follow the buffalo tracks
each. The money from the tags sold is
then redistributed back into the Fish and because everything they needed
to survive would come from
Game department. The price of the tag
the buffalo. Following the herd
depends on the size of the buffalo.
15

Robbie Magnon visits the two buffalo herds on the Fort
Peck reservation every day. He provides hay and water
to the ones being quarantined for brucellosis.

16

The quarantined buffalo are provided hay daily. The animals will be kept separate from the larger herd for one
year.
would lead them to water and
from the buffalo they could get
food, tools and shelter.
When the humans left the
cave, the Creator shrunk the
entrance to remind people
that their place is here on
earth with the buffalo. But
the Creator didn’t close the
opening completely, to serve as a
reminder for the humans to never
forget where they came from.
“We’ve had people here who
have worried that we’re losing
sight of the cultural importance
of the buffalo by having a
business herd,” Magnon said.
“But the buffalo has always been
a part of our Tribal economy.”
Other Tribes, like Northern
Cheyenne, have consulted with
Magnon about implementing
a similar system for their own
herds. “Robbie Magnon created

a really great program up there,” said
Ron Burns, field technician for the
Northern Cheyenne Natural Resource
Department. “We met with him recently
and we are looking to implement something similar here.”
Magnon has managed to create
a financially self-sustaining system
for Fort Peck’s buffalo program. But
this structure is unique and can’t be
applied across the board. While blackfooted ferrets and swift foxes are still
considered endangered within the prairie
ecosystem, the buffalo population is
once again stable, thanks in large part to
Tribal nations. Maintaining consistent
funding for reintroductions of smaller
and endangered species is not as easy.
And for the foreseeable future, grants are
the best option for non-huntable animals.
Buffalo are essential for healthy
grasslands and are considered a
keystone species because they change
the ecosystem and create habitat for
17

other animals. Cristina Eisenberg, an Indigenous ecologist
from Oregon State University
explained that buffalo evolved
with the grasslands.
“Their hooves have formed in
a way that prevents trampling of
the grasses,” she said. “And they
help make the grasslands more
resilient to climate change by
increasing biodiversity.”
Bringing the buffalo back
to their ancestral lands has been
culturally and ecologically
important for Tribes across the
Great Plains. And as more Tribes
look to Magnon for an example
of how to create a financially
self-sustaining buffalo program,
the potential for long-term
success is increasing.

18

On the Northern Cheyenne reservation, signs ask locals not to kill prairie dogs in
proposed black-footed ferret reintroduction areas. There must be a thriving prairie dog
population before the Tribe can hope to bring back the black-footed ferrets.
19

Once found throughout the Great
Plains, the black-footed ferret population
steadily declined since the beginning
of the 20th century due to agricultural
expansion, government-led poisoning
campaigns and the sylvatic plague. After
30 years of reintroduction programs, the
population is slowly increasing but still,
The challenges for animal
less than 400 black-footed ferrets live in
reintroductions do not end after
the wild.
securing funding and accessible
Killsnight slowly walked around the
land. These projects require
empty
prairie dog holes at a proposed
community support and without
black-footed ferret reintroduction site
it, the foundation can quickly
on the reservation. She shook her head
crumble. While many Tribal
solemnly as she observed the lifeless
members reference ancestral
plot of land, “it looks like whoever
knowledge as motivation
leases this land is shooting the prairie
to protect native species,
dogs,” she said.
many others still worry about
It was eerily quiet as Killsnight
surviving.
examined the abandoned pasture. The
“Back when we were being
crunch of her camo-colored muck boots
forced onto reservations, we
on the brittle grass was the only sound.
were starving,” said Adriann
Killsnight, community outreach “When my girl found out that people
shoot the prairie dogs, she cried,’’
specialist for the reintroduction
Killsnight said about her 12-year-old
program. “The prairie dog is
daughter. “She couldn’t understand why
what kept us alive.”
people would do that.”
Many Northern Cheyenne
Northern Cheyenne reintroduced
people say their ancestors owe
black-footed
ferrets to their land in
their lives to the prairie dogs.
2008 with the help of WWF and other
Prairie dogs are a keystone
organizations. The Tribe enforced
species, meaning without them
the protection of prairie dogs from
the land could not exist as
shooting and poisoning on the 10,000it is. They create habitat for
acre reintroduction site. One year later,
other animals and are a main
however, the sylvatic plague hit many of
food source for many species,
the Tribe’s prairie dog towns.
including hawks, badgers and
The sylvatic plague was brought to
black-footed ferrets.
North America by rats that came over
Black-footed ferrets are
almost completely dependent on on ships in the 1900s. It is transferred
prairie dogs for survival. If a bout through fleas and can quickly wipe out
of the plague wipes out a prairie an entire prairie dog colony. Since blackdog colony, the ferret population footed ferrets are dependent on prairie
will quickly follow. “The prairie dogs as a food source and for shelter, a
bout of the plague is often detrimental to
dogs need the black-footed
the highly endangered species.
ferrets,” said Linwood Tallbull,
The Tribe began dusting prairie dog
Northern Cheyenne botanist.
holes
to prevent future flea infestations
“Nature will always correct itself
and protect both the black-footed ferrets
and if the ferrets aren’t there
and prairie dogs from the plague. “Many
to eat the prairie dogs, then the
people who live near the reintroduction
plague will come through.

The Community:
Not Everyone Wants
a Prairie Dog for
Themselves
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sites appreciate the dusting,”
Killsnight said. “Because it helps
keep the fleas off their dogs.”
However, not everyone was
happy to allow the preventative
measures to take place on their
land.
Tribal treasurer and rancher
Keene Bends quickly put a
stop to the dusting on land he
uses for grazing cattle. “There
was no communication with us
about what sort of insecticide
was being used,” Bends said.
“We didn’t receive any sort of
information so we didn’t know
what effect it would have on our
livestock or even ourselves.”
Bends comes from a
long lineage of ranchers and
appreciates the lengths the
Northern Cheyenne Tribe has
gone to prevent non-native
people from coming in to buy
up land and resources. “This is a
great environment for ranchers,”
he said. “I can run cattle for the
rest of my life. Most reservations
don’t have that much control
over their land.”
Bends grew up ranching with
his mom, Debby Bends, who
still has a ranch of her own. “I
thought it was pretty cool when
they were bringing back those
ferrets,” she said. “But prairie
dogs are pretty devastating to
the land in terms of grazing
cattle. I don’t want to see people
poisoning them or anything
but they’re not a friend to the
rancher.”
Across the country, ranching
is becoming an increasingly
difficult way of life. Corporations
and wealthy individuals are
buying significant amounts of
agricultural lands. According to a
2017 census report by the USDA
the number of farms and ranches

(Above) Adriann Killsnight stands
among a thriving prairie dog
town on the Northern Cheyenne
reservation.
(Right) A prairie dog perches on
top of a mound, watching for
predators. “Prairie dogs are the
chicken nuggets of the prairie,”
Kristy Bly said. “Everything eats
them.”
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across the country declined by
2% from five years earlier.
In Northern Cheyenne,
ranching is a little bit simpler.
“Back when the allotment was
happening, our chief refused
to sell our land,” said Wallace
Bearchum, director of Tribal
services. “Every time a piece of
our land would come for sale, the
Tribe would buy it back. Even
now, we won’t sell our land.”
The Tribe owns 99% of the
land on the reservation.
According to the Tribal
financial department, a
substantial amount of the Tribe’s
general funds are generated
through land leases. Ranchers
like Bends and his family lease
hundreds of acres of land for
cattle grazing and without that
revenue stream, the Tribe would
be more dependent on federal
funding and short-term grants.

For many families on Northern
Cheyenne, ranching is an important
way of life. And for the Tribe, the
money generated from grazing leases
contributes a considerable amount to the
Tribe’s general funds. But many ranchers
consider prairie dogs a nuisance, and
without the prairie dogs, the landscape
cannot exist as it is. “We need to find
a balance between the old ways and
the new ways,” said Jason Whiteman,
director of the Tribe’s Natural Resource
department. “Biologists can only do so
much. And this plan won’t work without
community support.”
Killsnight is working with WWF
biologists to help generate community
support. “I have been knocking on doors
and handing out surveys to find out
how people feel about the prairie dogs,”
Killsnight said. “Progress doesn’t mean
losing our culture.”
Since the most recent outbreak
of plague eradicated the reintroduced
ferrets, the first step to preparing for

Wallace Bearchum is a member of the traditional societies on the
Northern Cheyenne reservation. The societies are responsible for
keeping their cultural knowledge and practices alive.
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another reintroduction is to
foster a healthy prairie dog
community. But despite the
99% Tribal land ownership on
Northern Cheyenne, the issue
has many layers and community
interests are not fully aligned.
“We can’t ignore our wildlife
and we need these connections
to heal,” Killsnight said. “We’re
not going to heal without healing
our animals. People don’t realize
that we are at risk of losing our
spirituality.”
The hope for these
reintroductions is to help keep
a delicate ecosystem intact and
to manage the land in a way that
benefits both the wildlife and
local communities. “When Bends
requested that we put a stop to
the dusting, we agreed to do so,”
Whiteman says. “We have to find
a way to work together.”

Jessica Alexander releases a black-footed ferret
after the animal was vaccinated against the
sylvatic plague.
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Adrann Killsnight spends her days going door to door to speak with people on the Northern Cheyenne reservation. She hopes to start
conversations and help people learn about the importance of prairie dogs and black-footed ferrets.

In the race to protect a disappearing habitat,
The goal of these reintroductions is to protect an
Tribal land management in Eastern Montana has set
important ecosystem and save multiple species from
the precedent for conservation. Although the risk of
extinction. For Tribal members there is the added
extinction is still high, habitat loss is drastically lower importance of preserving ancestral knowledge and
than it is outside reservation boundaries. Conservation maintaining a connection to their culture. Each Tribe
organizations and wildlife biologists are working with has a different cultural connection to the land and
and learning from Tribal members who maintain a deep its inhabitants, but the respect is common across the
cultural connection to the land. “Our connections have Tribes.
always been to our animals,” Killsnight said.
“Crazy horse was Sioux, but he used to hunt with
The Great Plains are a part of the most endangered the Cheyenne,” Linwood Tallbull said. “He would take
biome in the world. Centuries of agricultural expansion dirt from prairie dog mounds to put on him and his
has created an inhospitable environment with little
horse so that his horse would never tire. The prairie
biodiversity. Wildlife is a fundamental aspect of
dogs are medicine to all animals that eat them because
any ecosystem, and buffalo and prairie dogs are the
everything is connected. From the North to the South,
keystone species on the prairie. Without them the
everything is connected.”
habitat cannot exist as it is. Swift fox and black-footed
ferrets are not considered keystone species, but they
are important indicators of grassland health. All these
animals are important components of the Great Plains
ecosystem. And these species cannot live in another
habitat.
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